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FOREWORD

Strategy is the calculated relationship of means to ends. At the
highest military level, that relationship guides the use of the joint and
combined military instrument of power to achieve national military
strategic objectives. At the national or grand strategic level, the
relationship becomes more complex, dealing with multiple,
interrelated objectives that can only be achieved by the coordinated
use of all the instruments of national power, to include that of the
military. In a rapidly changing, increasingly more complicated and
interdependent world, the U.S. military professional needs to
understand not only the dynamics of military strategy, but of grand
strategy as well.

This book examines the evolution of Winston Churchill's
understanding of both strategic dynamics. In the author's view. that
understanding came about not so much from any detailed, consistent
study of great strategists or immutable strategic principles, but rather
from on-the-job strategic training throughout an incredibly rich and
varied life. In the military sphere, there were at first only his tactical
experiences in tie small wars in the closing years of the Victorian
era. In the First World War, however. Churchill came to appreciate
tile operational and military strategic levels of war as well. Moreover.
it was that conflict which drew him increasingly to the realm of grand
strategy in which all the elements of national power were combined
to achieve victory in the first total war of this century.

This analysis demonstrates why futu'. military leaders and high
level staff officers in the U.S. military should understand the
relationship between military and grand strategy. It was this
relationship that led to the allied victory in the Second World War.
And it is this relationship that has allowed us to win the peace, the
ultimate goal of grand strategy. That process has lasted almost half
a century; but today, from the Baltic to the Adriatic, the tattered
remnant of the curtain so aptly named by Churchill provides a dail'
reminder of the symbiotic relationship between military and grad
strategy.

PAULG. CERJA
Major General, U.S. A, my
Commandant
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

"Churchill is the most bloodthirsty of amateur strategists
that history has ever known," Adolf Hitler stated in a 1941
speech. "He is as bad a politician as a soldier and as bad a
soldier as a politician." ' Hitler was wrong on all counts.
Winston Churchill was a competent experienced and
enthusiastic soldier who served as an officer in four wars,
beginning as a subaltern on India's northwest frontier and
ending as a battalion commander on the Western Front in
World War I. And while he could not match Hitler's horrific life
as a runner in the trenches for most of that war, the future
British leader had experienced intense, close quarter combat
first hand in many campaigns, in many lands before his 25th
birthday.

In terms of his political career, there is a tendency to focus
on Churchill's years in the wilderness of the 1930s. But that
period was slight compared to his time spent gainfully as a
successful politician. Between 1905 and 1922 with only a
2-year interruption, for example, he held high offices ranging
from Home Secretary and First Lord of the Admiralty to
Secretary of State for War and Colonial Secretary. The results
were as diverse as they were successful, including much
needed prison and naval reforms as well as new initiatives
concerning the pacification of Ireland and the organization of
mandated nations in the Middle East.

It was the combination of Churchill's experiences as a
soldier and as a politician that gave lie to the Nazi leader's
estimation of his British counterpart as an "amateur strategist."
For it was this combination which ultimately allowed Churchill
to master grand strategy. That mastery did not occur
overnight; nor was it the result of reading such great strategic
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thinkers as Sun Tzu and Clausewitz. It was, instead, the result
of a long apprenticeship in military and public affairs.

Over the decades during that apprenticeship, Churchill also
earned his living as a professional writer and historian. The
result was a series of books and articles that described with
vivid and visceral immediacy many of the historic events in
which he had personally participated. These works provide a
valuable collection of Churchill's reflections on Britain's recent
and more distant past. Equally important, they provide a
mc ins to trace the evolution of the future British leader's
thoughts on strategy.

The purpose of this report is to demonstrate by means of
these writings how Churchill's approach to grand strategy was
formed. Through these works, it is possible to follow his first
tentative strategic steps as he dealt with the rapidly changing
nature of warfare at the turn of the century. That development
caused him to broaden his military viewpoint beyond the purely
tactical realm. Finally, as Britain passed through the 1914-18
crucible, the change in Churchill's perspective concerning
military power was also complemented by an appreciation of
the use in war of all the instruments of national power-the
essence of grand strategy.

2



CHAPTER 2

THE BUILDING BLOCKS-
THE VERTICAL DIMENSION

World War I demonstrated repeatedly that a single battle
was no longer sufficient to achieve a strategic victory, that in
fact an engagement or a battle would normally not determine
the outcome of a campaign, much less a war. The frustration
at this turn of events was captured by a character in F. Scott
Fitzgerald's novel Tender is the Night when he visited the
Somme Valley after that war. "See that little stream," he said,
"we could walk to it-a whole empire walking very slowly, dying
in front and pushing forward behind. And another empire
walked very slowly backwards a few inches a day leaving the
dead like a million bloody rugs."

Clausewitz had foreseen this trend early in the previous
century. For him, the higher commander must create
something that was more than the sum of its undivided tactical
parts. "By looking on each engagement as part of a series,"
he wrote, "at least insofar as events are predictable, the
commander is always on the high road to his goal."'

That high road became increasingly complex in the second
half of the 19th century. By that time, Koeniggraetz and Sedan
notwithstanding, a series of developments had made it
increasingly difficult for nation states to achieve strategic
outcomes by means of a single decisive battle. To begin with,
there was the dramatic increase in populations that allowed
large nations to deploy more than one field army, each capable
of simultaneously conducting a campaign in its own right. As
the century drew to a close, this size was compounded by the
growth in Europe of a complex and sophisticated alliance
system that facilitated the formation of huge multinational
armies that could fight on many fronts, extending a theater of
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war to encompass an entire continent. Finally, there were
technological innovations, ranging from breechloading
weapons to smokeless powder which, in conjunction with these
other factors, meant that concentration of armies on small,
limited battlefields was no longer feasible.2

It was in this milieu that World War I was fought; and it was
that conflict which demonstrated the inadequacy of classical
strategy to deal with the intricacies of modern warfare.
Napoleon had defined that strategy as the "art of making use
of time and space."3 But the dimensions of the two variables,
as we have seen, had been stretched and rendered more
complex by demographics as well as geopolitical and
technological factors. And that very complexity, augmented by
the lack of decisiveness at the tactical level, impeded the
continuum of war outlined in Clausewitz's definition of strategy
as "the use of the engagement for the purposes of war."4 Only
when the continuum was enlarged, as the Great War
demonstrated, was it possible to restore warfighting coherence
in modern conflict. And that, in turn, required the classical
concept of strategy to be positioned at a midpoint, an
operational level, designed to orchestrate individual tactical
engagements and battles in order to achieve strategic results.
In the aftermath of World War I, the Soviets incorporated this
new perspective of the continuum of war into their military
doctrine. "Tactics," a faculty member at the Frunze Academy
wrote in 1927, "make the steps from which operational leaps
are assembled; strategy points out the path."5

The United States was slower to explore this continuum. In
1982 and 1986, the U.S. Army incorporated the three "broad
divisions of activity in . . . conducting war" into that
organization's basic manual on operations. s And in 1990, the
U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff are making the three level continuum
of war (Figure 1) official for the Armed Services:

Operational Level of War is the level of war at which campaigns
and major operations are planned, conducted, and sustained to
accomplish strategic objectives .... Activities at this level link
tactics and strategy .... These activities imply a broader
dimension of time or space than do tactics; they provide the means
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by which tactical successes are exploited to achieve strategic
objectives.

7

STRATEGIC

OPERATIONAL

TACTICAL

Figure 1

THE EARLY YEARS

The young Churchill, of course, did not consider this vertical
continuum despite an abiding interest in all things military.
Instead, his formative years in the Indian Summer of the
Victorian era left him with a reverence for the great captains of
the past whose decisive victories in battle had led to the scarlet
spiash on the world map that marked the British Empire. As a
young boy, for instance, he was introduced to the majestic
prose of Macaulay's History of England. Later, he acquired his
own works of that author and, as he described it, "voyaged with
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full sail in a strong wind" as he "revelled" in Macaulay's essays
on such great leaders as Chatham, Frederick the Great and
Clive.8 Added to this were the works of George Alfred Henty,
wno 2 years after Churchill's birth published the first of his 80
novels and serials, many of which dealt with English and
imperial history. Whether it was with Clive in India (1884) and
Wolfe at Quebec (1887) or adventures in the Punjab (1894)
and Afghanistan (1902), young Victorians like Churchill could
relive vicariously every British triumph throughout the Empire.
In 1898, the year Churchill observed Kitchener's victory over
the Mahdi at Omdurman, Henty's annual sales were estimated
to be as many as 250,000.9

At Harrow, the normally indifferent student could always
muster an infectious enthusiasm for military activities. In 1 889,
Churchill described to his mother a "grad sham" battle at
Aldershot conducted by the Rifle Corps from the various public
schools in which his force of 3,500 students, two batteries of
guns 2nd a cavalry regiment was defeated by an attacking
student force of 8,000. 1 And later that year. he focused on the
Japanese defeat of the Chinese at Pyongyang in the
Sino-Japanese War. "I take the greatest interest in the
operations," he wrote his mother,

Ooth of the fleets and armies. Anything so brilliant as the night
attack of Pung Yang is hard 'o find in modern war. The reports .
show that the Japanese concentration was so accurate!y timed and
their assault so skillful;y delivered that the colestials had 'no show'
at all.1

At Sandhurst, Churchill's curriculum initially kept him
grounded at the lowest !evel of war-"all ... very elementary,
and cur minds were not allowed to roam in working hours
beyond a subaltern's range of vision."12 Nevertheless, he
managed to order a number of books through his fatner's
bookseller dealing with the American Civil, Franco-Prussian
"'nd Russo- Turkish Wars, "which were then our latest and best
specimens of wars. I soon had a small military library," he
wrote many years later, "which invested the regular instruction
with some sort of background., 13 More importantly, he was
invited at various times to dine at the nearby Staff College
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where, a'-, ie described it, he could at least broaden his tactical
horizons.

Here the study was of divis:ons, army corps and even whole armies:
of bases. of supplies, and lines of communications and railway
strategy. This was thrilling. It did seem such a pity that it all had
to be make-believe, and that the age of wars between civilized
nations had come to an end forever. If it had only been 100 years
earlier what splendid times we should have had! Fancy being
nineteen in 1793 with more than twenty years of war against
Napoleon in front of one 14

The ironic tone of Churchill's description, written while he
was still reacting to the slaughters of the Great War, should not
obscure the solid military education he received at Sandhurst.
where he graduated 20th out of 130 and excelled in tactics,
fortifications and riding.1 5 "He would talk about the battle of
Cannae," General Eisenhower commented years !ater in this
regard. "just as well as could a professional soldier. "16 That,
of course. was because Churchill was a professional soldier
off and on for 5 years after graduat'ng from Sandhurst.
personally passing through four different regiments and three
different wars in that twilight of the Victorian era. In the first
two of these wars, there was nothing that would draw Churchill
to the vertical continuum of war. Certainly, the minor
engagements that he observed as part of Sir Bindon Blood's
Mala2.and Field Force on India's northwest frontier in 1897 fit
the lowest tactical parameters of most Victorian wars. And the
following year, there could be no doubt as to the decisiverless
of the battle of Omdurman in terms of the Sudar campaign,
when Lord Kitchener's forces, by means of Maxim gt -is, naval
and high velocity artillery shells and Dum Duni rounds,
slaughtered between 10,000-12,000 dervish followers of the
Mahdi with a loss of 48 dead.

There was, however, no such decisiveness in the Boer War.
In South Africa, the British were not dealing with the Pathan
and Omdurman tribesmen. This time it was the Boers with a
panoply of modern weapons ranging from machine guns,
which shredded the dense r-inks of the Queen's army, to
distant artillery known as Long Toms, which were emplaced
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far beyond the reach of the British cavalry, rapidly firing 40
pound. 4.7 inch shrapnel shells that dismembered men in the
attack or in static positions. Added to this were the
sandbagged entrenchments and the barbed wire. As British
casualties mounted at such battles as Spion Kop and Vaal
Krantz, regimental histories began to record phrases that
would become setpieces for the total wars ol the 20th century.
Battles became "enshrined forever" in history; engagements
were "imperi'hable" and "immortal." '17

Those changes were not lost on Churchill, who along with
Ghandi served at the battlefields along the Tugela River.
"Colenso, Spion Kop, Vaal Krantz, and the third day at Pieters
were not inspiring memories," he wrote. At the battle of Pieters,
he watched as British units were repeatedly cut down oy "the
hdeous whispering Death" from Mauser bullets. And Spion
Kop left an indelible impression conceining the effects of
artillery shrapnel on a 2,000-man British brigade crowded into
a spa.c2 "about as large as Trafalgar" on the bare top of the
kop-"scenes ... among the strongest and most terrible I have
ever witnessed."18  Moreover, those scenes had been
produced by far less than a battery of howitzers. "Yet in a
European war." Churchill concluded, "there would have beel
• ..three or four batteries. I do not see how troops can be
handled in masses in such condition,..".. "19 He returned to
this theme in 1906 at the Gernian Army maneuvers in Silesia
where he watched "with astonishment" the dense colur;-,ns of
German troops attacking entrenched forces who "burned blank
cartridges i. unceasing fu.siliade."

I had carded away from the South African veldt a very lively and
mod. rn sense of wh3t rifle bullets could do. On the effects of the
fire of large number of guns we could only use our imagination. But
where the power of the magazine rifle was concerned we felt sure
we possessed a practical experience denied to the leaders of these
trampling hosts ... Whatever else this might amount to. it did not
form cont3ct with reality at any point. Besides Sou'h Africa I had
also vivioly in my mind the Battle of Omdurman, whei e we had shot
down quite easily, witi, hardly any loss. more than 11,000
Dervishes in formations much less dense, and at ranges far greater
than thcse which were now on every side -xhioited to our gaze.
We had said to ourselves after Omdurman. This is the end of these

8



sort of spectacles. There will never be such fools in the world
again. .20

The effect of the new technology on Churchill's perception
of war at the time of the South African conflict should not be
overstated. During World War II, Churchill's physician noted
in this regard that "the P.M. always goes back to the Boer War
when he is in good humour. That was before war degenerated.
it was great fun galloping about."21 Certainly, there was a
tendency at the time for Churchill to gloss over the evolving
nature of warfare. At Diamond Hill on June 14, 1900, for
instance, there was almost a palpable sense of relief when the
British reverted to a cavairy charge, "a fine gallant manoeuvre,
executed with a spring and an elasticity wonderful and
admirable ... in troops who have been engaged.., in continual
fighting with an elusive enemy ... 22 As for the new
technologies, Churchill also had a warning firmly grounded in
the 19th century. "Battles now-a-days are fought mainly with
firearms," he wroie, "but no troops . . . can enjoy 1he full
advantage of their successes if they exclude the possibilities
of cold steel and are not prepared to maintain what they have
won, if necessary with their fists. 2 3

Nevertheless, there was also a sense of change that
pervaded most of Churchill's writings on the period. By 1900,
his dispatches to the Morning Post, while not neglecting the
tactical aspects of what he observed, were sprinkled with
insightful glimpses up the continuum of war. In January of that
year, for instance, he noted that "it is impossible not to admire
th - Boer strategy. From the beginning they have aimed at two
main objectives: to exclude the war from their own territories,
and to confine it to rocky and broken regions suited to their
tactics."24 There was also a realization that the vast spaces of
those regions as well as the new technology of wartae in the
hands of a trained, well-armed, entrenched enemy, enjoying
the advantages of interior lines, made it impossible for one
battle in a campaign to achieve decisive strategic results.
Nowhere was that more evident to Churchill than in the inept,
ponderous and dilatory campaign for the relief of Ladysmith by
General Redvers Buller, in which no attempt was made to mold
the scattered minor tactical parts into anything resembling an
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operational whole. That disconnect in terms of the continuum
of war applied also to the campaign objective.

Whoever selected Ladysmith as a military centre must sleep
uneasily at night. . . . Tactically Ladysmith may be strongly
defensible, but for strategic purposes it is absolutely worthless. It
is worse. It is a regular trap.... Not only do the surrounding hills
keep the garrison in, they also form a formidable barrier to the
advance of a relieving force.25

ON-THE-JOB TRAINING

World War I provided Churchill a continuing education on
the vertical continuum of war. At the highest military level, as
he pointed out after that conflict, the "entry of Great Britain into
war ... was strategically impressive. Her large Fleets vanished
into the mists at one end of the island. Her small Army hurried
out of the country at the other."26 As First Lord of the Admiralty,
Churchill was personally involved in the first decision. On July
26, 1914, he ordered the fleet, assembled for review at
Portland, not to disperse in view of the increasingly tense
international situation. That order was one of the decisive acts
of the war, for while free from the provocation inherent in any
army mobi!ization, it placed the British Navy automatically in
control of the sea, particularly after the unnoticed dispersion of
the fleet on July 29 to its war station at Scapa Flow. From that
location in the Orkney Isles, the Grand Fleet controlled the
passage between North Britain and Norway and began the
invisible pressure on Germany's arteries until, in those same
waters in November 1918, the German fleet surrendered to a
force which it had only briefly glimpsed in over 4 years of a
naval twilight war.27

As for the army, its arrival during the Marne campaign,
Churchill added, "reached in the nick of time the vital post on
the flank of the French line. Had all our action been upon this
level, we should to-day be living in an easier world '."28 But it
was not to be so simple. The Marne campaign was a German
attempt to achieve a decisive victory in the manner of Austerlitz
or Koeniggraetz at the military strategic level. The operational
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speed required for the Schlieffen Plan to work, however, could
not be matched by the immense and complex German armies
whose pace was still governed by the speed of the foot soldier.
Moreover, the scale of the huge operation overwhelmed the
still primative telegraph and radio communications, and this,
combined with the inevitable friction at all levels of the war,
caused the Marne campaign to end in an operational and thus
military strategic stalemate.29

Soon the entire war seemed to be locked in that
stalemate-a situation, Churchill realized, made all the more
terrible in total war. "Wealth, science, civilization, patriotism,
steam transport and world credit," he wrote, "enabled the whole
strength of every belligerent to be continually applied to the
war.... But at the same time that Europe had been fastened
into this frightful bondage, the art of war had fallen into an
almost similar helplessness. No means of procuring a swift
decision presented itself to the strategy of the commanders, or
existed on the battlefields of the armies.."30 How far that
situation had moved operational art from the earlier
decisiveness of classical strategy was summarized by
Churchill after the war:

Compared with Cannae. Blenheim or Austerlitz, the vast
world-battle.., is a slow-motion picture. We sit in calm, airy. silent
rooms opening upon sunlit and embowered lawns, not a sound
except of summer and of husbandry disturbs the peace; but seven
million men, any ten thousand of whom could have annihilated the
ancient armies, are in ceaseless battle from the Alps to the Ocean.
And this does not last for an hour, or for two or three hours. ...

Evidently the tests are of a different kind; it is certainly too soon to
say that they are of a higher order.31

The Continuum of War. Churchill's recognition of the
vertical continuum of war was evident in his analysis of two key
operations conducted by General von Ludendorff at the
beginning and at the end of World War I. The first was the
Tannenberg-Masurian Lakes campaign in August and
September 1914 on the Eastern Front where there was, he
noted, "the opportunity for manoeuvre, and for that kind of
tactics or battlefield strategy .... At the tactical level of that
campaign, Churchill later expressed his appreciation of the
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German expertise in his biography of the first Duke of
Marlborough, written in the 1930s. In particular, there was
Oudenarde, the deft and decisive battle fought by his illustrious
ancestor in the 1708 campaign, which with its "looseness and
flexibility of all the formations" and "movement of the Allies,
foreshadowing Tannenberg, present us with a specimen of
modern war which has no fellow in the rest of the eighteenth
century."33 But it was at a higher level of warfare that Churchill
reserved his greatest admiration for Marlborough, whose
operational artistry "applied with the highest technical skill, and
wit i cool judgment in the measuring and turning of events,
exactly harmonizes with Napoleon's processes, and may very
well have suggested some of them." It was this artistry, he
concluded in the interwar years, that allowed Marlborough to
move in time and space beyond one tactical encounter, that
"enabled him to make a second or a further move, foreseen in
all its values from the beginning, to which there could be no
effeciive resistance. 34

In a similar manner, Churchill appreciated the operational
opportunities as the Russian forces moved westward in August
1914 by the Masurian Lakes in the eastern theater of
operations. "Here too on a smaller front," he commented in
this regard, "the Germans had a war on two fronts."35 The task
for the German commander, he realized, was to orchestrate
his forces at the tactical level to achieve operational results that
would stop the westward flow of Russian troops at the theater
strategic level, while also allowing him, in a worst case
situation, to form a continuous strategic fighting front behind
the Vistula. It was, Churchill concluded, a "situation at once
delicate and momentous, requiring the highest qualities, but
offering also the most brilliant opportunities to a
Commander-in-Chief! The task was one in which Marlborough,
Frederick the Great, Napoleon or the Lee-Stonewall Jackson
combination would have revelled. .... ,,36

Operational synchronization is a difficult process, because
it requires nothing less than "the arrangement of battlefield
activities in time, space and purpose to produce maximum
relative combat power at the decisive point. 37 The key word
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in the definition is "produce," which takes synchronization
beyond just the adjustment of activities to one another-the
essence oi coordination. It also means that the process will
involve more than bringing forces and fires together at a point
in time and space, as is normally envisaged when
concentration takes place. Synchronization at the operational
level, in fact, may often be necessary between activities far
removed from each other in either time or space, or both.
Nevertheless, as the U.S. Army operations manual points out,
"these activities are synchronized if their combined
consequences are felt at the decisive time and place. 38

That process formed the basis for Churchill's analysis of
Ludendorff's opening campaign in 1914. "With that sorry
wisdom that judges after the event," he wrote, "one may ask
why the Russian strategic plan ever contemplated an advance
of two separate armies, with all the advantages it gave the
Germans with their breakwater of lakes and fortifications and
their network of railways. ' 39 Those advantages were put to
good use when the German cavalry screen in front of the First
Russian Army caused that army commander to believe that he
still faced the bulk of the German Eighth Army. Using this
screen, the German commanders moved two corps to the
south against the Russian Second Army, already engaged
against a corps from the Eighth Army. At that encounter,
coordination between units and the ultimate concentration of
forces and fires achieved the decisive German victory. But, as
Churchill well realized, the synchronization process by the
German commanders had begun days before in the north with
a series of activities, whose combined results led to the final
campaign victory. "The double battles of the Eighth German
Army under Hindenburg and Ludendorff against the superior
armies of Samsonov and Rennenkampf," he concluded, "are
not only a military classic but an epitome of the art of war."40

Churchill provided no such commendation to Ludendorff for
his massive spring offensive in 1918. "War ... should be a
succession of climaxes.., toward which everything tends and
from which permanent decisions are obtained," he pointed out
at the time of the offensive. "These climaxes," he added, "have
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usually been called battles."41 But without overarching military
strategic guidance there could be no permanent decisions.
And this was the case with the spring offensive, in which
Ludendorff elected to follow the tactical line of least resistance
by attacking where breakthroughs were easiest. That
development was not lost on Churchill. "Five divisions engaged
out of an army of seven may fight a battle," he wrote in this
regard. "But the same operation in an army of seventy
divisions ... sinks to the rank of petty combat. A succession
of such combat augments the losses without raising the scale
of events. 42

The results of the Ludendorff offensive at this lower tactical
scale were spectacular, particularly by World War I standards,
occasioning British Field Marshal Haig's famous "backs to the
wall" order. At the operational level, however, the campaign
degenerated into a series of uncoordinated and unproductive
thrusts. "Of the . . . great battles which had been fought,"
Churchill wrote of the campaign, "the first three... had failed
to achieve any one of the progressively diminishing strategic
results at which they had aimed. The fourth ... was ... very
spectacular but without strategic consequence., 43

None of that was helped by Ludendorff's decision at one
point in the campaign to reinforce failure on his stalled right
flank with his limited operationa! resources, instead of
exploiting the extraordinary and unexpected tactical successes
of the 18th Army on his left. But ultimately, as Churchill
realized, it was Ludendorff's choice to ignore the continuum of
war that was decisive. By mid-summer of 1918, the tactical
results of his offensive had been more than reversed; and the
Quartermaster General was well on his way to bringing down
the Second German Empire. "What then had been gained?"
Churchill asked after the war.

The Germans had reoccupied their old battlefields and the regions
they had so cruelly devastated .... Once again they entered into
possession of these grisly trophies. No fertile province, no wealthy
cities, no river or mountain barrier, no new untapped resources
were their reward. Only the crater-fields extending abominably
wherever the eye could turn, the old trenches, the vast graveyards,
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the skeletons, the blasted trees and the pulverized villages .... the
Dead Sea fruits of the mightiest military conception and the most
terrific onslaught which the annals of war record."

The Break in the Continuum. Decisiveness at the
operational level of war remained a problem throughout most
of World War I. A part of that problem, Churchill believed, lay
in the key operational variables of space and time. "In the West
the armies were too big for the country," he observed of the
former; "in the East the country was too big for the armies."45

Even in the East, all that was achieved militarily was to make
a continuous front mobile. It was not that the Germans lacked
the operational wherewithal. "The number of trains which can
be moved north and south on the German side of the frontier
is at least three times the comparable Russian figure," Churchill
noted in a memorandum on the situation in June 1915. "This
superiority of lateral communication applied to an 800-mile
front has also enabled the Germans to deliver offensive strokes
of the most formidable character. '46 But operational
concentration was not the answer if space in the vast eastern
theater could be traded for time, if "a retirement of 100 to 200
miles enables the Russians to recover their strength, and
deprives the enemy of his advantage ...

In addition, there was also the problem of coordinating the
combined forces of the Central Powers into a strategic whole
at the theater of operations level-a fact noted by Churchill as
he examined the "strategic barrenness" of the 1915 German
winter campaign on the Eastern Front after the war, while
quoting approvingly from Hindenburg's postwar description of
that campaign:

In spite of the great tactical success ... we had failed
strategically. We had once more managed practically to destroy
one of the Russian armies, but fresh enemy forces had immediately
come up to take its place, drawn from other fronts to which they
had not been pinned down .... 48

On the Western Front, the inability to achieve decisive
operational results in the troglodyte world of the trenches made
an indelible, lifelong impression on Churchill. "Before the war,"
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he wrote, "it seemed incredible that such terrors and
slaughters, even if they began, could last more than a few
months. After the first two years it was difficult to believe that
they would ever end."49 A major problem, as Churchill saw it
after leaving his post as First Lord, concerned the capability to
conquer sufficient space at the operational level to achieve
anything approaching strategic outcomes. "Although attacks
prepared by immense concentrations of artillery have been
locally successful in causing alterations of the line," he wrote
to the Asquith cabinet in June 1915, "the effort required is so
great and the advance so small, that the attack and advance,
however organized and nourished, are exhausted before
penetration deep enough and wide enough to produce a
strategic effect has been made." The result was that the line
would be "merely bent" at particular points on the tactical
spectrum that "do not.., compromise other parts." In the end,
he concluded, despite ferocious tactical combat,

no strategic results are obtained in France and Flanders... from
making, at an inordinate cost, an advance of 3 or 4 miles. For
beyond the ground captured so dearly lies all 'he breadth of
Flanders before even the Rhine is reached, and before the artillery
of the attack can move forward and re-register. a new line of
entrenchments not less strong than the old has been prepared by
the enemy.

50

Closely allied with space at the operational level, and even
more important as far as Churchill was concerned, was the
fartor of time-so critical in synchronizing and sequencing
events into a larger whole. At the operational level, for
example, there might be a series of tactical victories which
could produce a larger, equally favorable outcome if exploited.
"But none of these consequential advantages," Churchill
wrote, "will be gained if the time taken ... is so long that the
enemy can make new disposiIdons .... When that happened,
the attacker would be "confronted with a new situation, a
different problem," which in turn would result in "operations
consisting of detached episodes extending over months and
divided by intervals during which a series of entirely new
situations are created. . . ." In such circumstances, without an
overarching operational whole, attrition between relatively
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evenly balanced forces would ensure that there were no
military strategic decisions. "It is not a question of wearing
down the enemy's reserves," Churchill conc!uded, "but of
wearing them down so rapidly that recovery and replacement
of shattered divisions is impossible." 51

THE MANEUVER SOLUTION

Within a few months after the Marne campaign, as the
conflict settled into a familiar pattern of stalemated attrition,
Churchill began to examine the possibilities of strategic
maneuver. Germany's strategic position was the key to this
approach, as he pointed out years later in his study of
Marlborough. "The kingdoms of France and Spain were in a
central position in 1702 similar to that of Germany and Austria
in 1914," he wrote. "They had the advantage of interior lines
and could .. throw their weight now against this opponent,
now against that., 52 There were, however, disadvantages to
this position if the theaters of operation were not properly
managed. "There are two enemies and two theaters,"
Churchill pointed out: "the task of the commander is to choose
in which he will prevail."

To choose either is to suffer grievously in the neglected theater. To
choose both is to lose in both. The commander has for his guides
the most honoured principles of war and the most homely maxims
of life .... It is the application of these simple rules to the facts that
constitutes the difficulties and the torment. A score of good
reasons can be given not only for either course, but also for the
compromises which ruin them. But the path to safety nearly always
lies in rejecting the compromises. 53

Those types of compromises, Churchill believed, prevented
the Germans throughout the war from achieving operational
successes sufficient to change the strategic balance in any of
the theaters of operation. The most egregious example for him
was in the opening days of the war when a campaign in one
such theater adversely affected a campaign in another theater
of operations that was just on the point of achieving an
operational success with important strategic consequences.
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On August 20, 1914, after the initial encounter with the
Russians advancing westward in East Prussia, the German
commander sent an alarming message to Moltke and the
Central Command and began a phased withdrawal to the
Vistula. In the West at that point, everything appeared to be
proceeding smoothly. As a consequence, Moltke agreed to
send six corps from the western forces, two of which were
reserve and could thus be sent immediately. "Thus the
wheeling wing of the Schlieffen plan," Churchill concluded,
"was weakened at its most critical moment by the withdrawal
of the two corps which would otherwise in a fortnight have filled
the fatal gap at the Marne. 5 4

Again and again as he looked back on the Great War,
Churchill focused on this type of oscillation between the two
major points in the theater of war. It was a matter, he believed,
of failing to determine when a theater of operations could be
decisive. In 1914, for example, after Falkenhayn had replaced
Moltke, the new commander became absorbed in the western
"race to the sea" and would not send reinforcements to the
Austrians reeling backwards from their impact in the southeast
with Russian and Serbian forces. As a consequence, four
corps were withdrawn from the Hindenburg-Ludendorff
combination's Eighth Army in the northeast and sent to the
south as the Ninth Army to buttress the Austrian north flank on
the Silesian frontier. It was just at that point as their campaign
forces were being reduced that those eastern warlords.
Churchill noted sympathetically, "believed that with six or eight
additional army corps they could destroy quite swiftly the
military power of Russia.... After that everybody could turn.
. and .. finish with the West."55  Ironically, by the following

winter, the reputations of the two eastern commanders had
increased to such an extent that Falkenhayn was forced to
send troops from the West to the East. "The four corps which
he had longed to hurl into a new offensive in the West had been
wrested from him," Churchill concluded. "They had marched
and fought in the Winter Battle, gaining new cheap laurels for
his dangerous rivals, but producing as he had predicted no
decisive strategic result."56
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